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SO-CALLED PROTHETIC Y AND W IN ENGLISH 

According to Jespersen, ^ Modern English Grammar, §§1L21- 
1L23, "a [w] has in some cases been added before a round vowel," 
and "a prothesis of [j] before a front vowel— is found in more or 
less dialectal or vulgar forms." This is a loose statement, which 
is in part corrected in §13.332. For there is no real prothesis 
oi y 01 w (aside from some possible cases of analogy), but a diph- 
thongation of the vowel together with shift of accent, the result 
being a rising diphthong. 

The change of a front vowel to y or to the vowel +3' is common 
enough in rapid utterance. Thus lay on {lei on) becomes leidn; 
any office, eni yofis; tree of paradise, tri yav parsdais, etc. In a 
similar manner head, through the dialect pronunciation idd, becomes 
yed, yud (yvd). The variation of the vowel {yed, yud) is due to 
the different quaUty of the glide or second element of the diph- 
thong. Thus idd (from an older hid) has, as the second element of 
the diphthong id, in one case the obscure a, in the other 
the obscure v (a). When, therefore, this p becomes the top of 
the syllable, it naturally assumes its unobscured quality. Hence 
this vowel would usually not be the same as the vowel that pro- 
duced the diphthong. Thus Sc. ains 'once' {ens, idns) gives yens, 
yins, yans, yvns. Where the vowel is the same, as in eat {it): 
ytt, it may be due, in some cases, to association with the undiph- 
thonged form. 

Exactly parallel with the development of an initial diph- 
thong id, ie, ed to ye, yv, etc., is the same change after a consonant. 
Here d regularly becomes j {d)); t,ch (/J); s, sh (J); and k and g 
are palatalized. As noted above, the vowel of such words regularly 
has the quality of the gUde from which it came. Hence a word 
with i may give a form with v or a, as: dial. {h)id idd 'head': yud 
{yvd); teart: churt; sheath: shuth; cheat: chut; OE. cine 'chink, 
fissure': NE. dial, chun 'a crack in the finger or hand from frost 
or from dryness of the skin,' also 'the sprout or germ of potatoes 
or corn' {from tUdn), etc. The following examples are taken 
mainly from Wright, Dial. Diet. For i {j) I use y. 

Able, edbl: yebl, yeibl. Ablins 'perhaps': yeblinz. Aik 'oak' 
(dial.); ek, idk: yak, yek. Acre, ekdr, eakdr: yakdr. Addle 'putrid 
water' (OE. adela), adl, edl: yadl (from *eddl). Addle, aidle 'earn,' 
cM, edl, edl: yedl. Ale, el, edl: yel. Aim, em, edm, idm: yam. 



390 Wood 

Ape: yap, yep; ape-faced, ep-, eip-, e3p-: yap; apish, epiS: yepii. 
Ain 'one' (dial.), en, i3n: yan, yen, yin; ains 'once,' ens, idns: 
yens, yins, yans, yvns. Ait 'oat' (dial.), et {idt, iet): yet, yet, yit. 
Ax, eks, eks: yax, yex, 'axle'. Each, US: ylti. Ear, iar: ydr. Earn 
'coagulate, curdle' (OE. ge-iernan), irn, idn: yirn, yidn (or here y 
may come from OE. ge-). Eel, il, el, idl: yel. Easy, izi, iszi: 
yezi. East, idst: yest. End, ind, idnd: yend. Eerie, iri, idri: 
yisri. Eld 'age,' iald: yild. Eat, it, edt, idt: ylt, yet. Irk: dial. 
yerksome 'annoying,' york 'vex, disgust.' Eardly (OE. heardllce) 
'exceedingly, forcibly,' eadly {iddli): yeardly. Hearse, hes, ids: 
yerst, yest. Hair, {h)a3r, {h)i3r: yidr, yar, yor, ydr, etc. {heer, 
heear, hewr, huer, hure, ure, yure, yur, yor, year, yare, yar Wright, 
Dial. Diet.). Hale 'safe, sound,' hedl, {h)idl: yal {heaal, hyal, 
yal Wright). Hame (on harness), hem, {h)i9m: yem, yam {heyem, 
heyam, hyem, yam). Head, {h)td, idd: yed, yod, yud (heead, heoad, 
hyed, yead, yed, yod, yud). Hait 'a call to urge horses or other 
animals to go on' (dial.), (h)et, edt: yet. Heap, (h)i3p: yep. Heifer: 
yeffer, yaffer. Here and hear, {h)i3r: ydr. Hern 'heron' (dial.), 
'dn, (idn): yan. Hearth, hiydp: yep (heyath, yeth). Heat, idt: yet. 
Heath, (idp): yep. Heave: ylv. Hame 'home', idm: yam. Harp: 
yerp, yarp. Hask, hesk, (hidsk): yask 'dry, harsh.' Herb: yarb, 
ydrb, yeb. OE. *hearo 'harsh' (:hierwan 'despise, condemn, injure,' 
MHG. hare 'herb, bitter'): NE. dial, yar, yare 'sour, brackish,' 
yarrish 'having a rough dry taste.' 

Dern, diem 'hard, stern; raw, cold': jearn 'raw, cold, severe.' 
Dead, didd: fed. Death: jeth. Deal: jel. Devil, dlvl, (didvl): 
jevel 'a rascal, ne'er-do-well': "He had no more honour than ony 
ould jevel wha ever cheated the wuddy," Wilson, Tales (1836) 
III, 69. Dart, {dcert, dedrt): jart. 

Team, tidm: chem (tSem) 'team.' Tart, teart tid(r)t: churt (tSdt) 
'sharp, keen.' Teat, (tidt): dial, chet 'food for infants, papmilk', 
vb. 'suck as an infant.' Taid {ted), tidd: tyad, tyed 'toad.' Tane, 
teyan, teyen (teydn?): tyan, tyen 'tone.' 

Seat, sidt: shet. Cell: shell 'cell.' Seldom, ME. seldom, sielde 
'rare': NE. dial, shedom, shadom 'surprising, strange.' Dial. 
sage, seg, sedg 'saw,' vb. 'saw, hack': shaggle 'cut raggedly as with a 
blunt instrument, gnaw.' Seem 'resemblance, appearance, like- 
ness,' seem-so 'sham': shim 'seemingly, apparently,' sham. 

Cake, keeak (kidk): kyek. Can, keen, *kedn (compare southern 
v. S. kent, kednt 'can't'): cyan. Card, *k(Brd: kiard, kyard. Guide, 
gcdd: giaid, gyaid, gyceid, etc. 
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Just as lay on becomes leidn, so go on is pronounced gowdn 
or sometimes, in rapid utterance, gwon. Similarly, to eat naturally 
becomes fe wit or even tmt. So when Jennings, Obs. Dial. w. 
Eng. (1825), 129, writes: 

I drenk tha sporklin cyder, 
An wish now wither wine, 

he is giving the word ither as it would be pronounced after no. 
In fact, without a pedantic attempt to the contrary, it could be 
pronounced in no other {no wv^dr) way. But by itself ither 
could never become wither, though other may become locally 
wother from oaSar. 

Like the above is the change from o-i, oi (oi, oi) to wai or wot. 
This change is found locally in the following words, and no doubt 
in many others. 

Goinig): gwine (gwain). Coil 'spiral': quoil. Coil 'haycock': 
quUe, quoil. Coin 'money': quine. Coin 'corner': quine, quoin. 
Coin 'female crab': kwoin. Coif 'cap': quoif. Coit 'throw, toss; 
curl, play at game of curling': quoit {hvoit, kwait, kweit). Boy: 
bwoy. Boil 'cook': bwile. Boil 'furuncle': bwile. Bystings, 
boystins 'beestings': bwystings, bwoistin. Bydle 'beetle': 
bwidle (this must come through the intermediate *boidl, 
oi, oi being a dialect variation of ai). Soil 'mud, filth': swile. 
Soil 'seal': swoil. Spoil: spwile. Toil 'labor': twile (twail), twily. 
Tine, toine 'enclose, fence': twyn. Tiny 'small': twiny id. (from 
*toini? or a blend of tiny and weeny). Teen, tine, Hoin 'grief, 
sorrow, vexation': twine 'hard labor.' 

Similarly from the diphthongation of a back vowel o, u, together 
with a shift of accent, results an apparent prothetic w. Thus 
oat becomes locally oet, odt: wet, wat, etc. The process is, of course, 
the same in stone, stoan: stwon. Some of these forms have gone 
into the literary speech, as: one, once, (wen, wvns), or are preserved 
in spelling though not in the recognized pronunciation, as: whole, 
whore, dating from an early period. Following are the examples 
noted in provincial speech. Many others must certainly exist, 
for any stressed round vowel might develop in the same way. 

Oak, 09k: wok, wuk. Oast 'the curd for cheese before it is 
taken from the whey': woast, wost. Oat owet: wet, wat, wot, wut, 
woat. Old: wold, woald. Oon, un, oan, dial, for one: one (wpw). 
Ort 'scraps': wort, wot. Other, oather: wother. Hood: whode obs. 
(Cent. Diet.). Hole, odl: wol. Whole, odl: wol, wo3l, wul. Ho: 
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whoa, a cry used to stop a horse or other draft animal. Home, 
03m: wom, wvm. Horn: whom. Hoast: whust 'a cough.' Hot: 
wool, early NE. whot, whole, whotte. 

This diphthongation, which is very common in dialect English 
would naturally occur in stressed syllables. Hence one (wvn) 
could not develop from mm (p«), the unstressed form, but from the 
stressed osn. And inasmuch as w develops only before round 
vowels, just as y(j) develops before front vowels, wp« could not 
have arisen from no vn. For in that case w would develop like- 
wise before front vowels. Moreover w develops before round 
vowels after consonants, as the following examples show. 

Coal, koil, *koil: quile (kwail). Good, *guid: gweed (gwid). 
School, *skuil: squeel. Towly: twily (here perhaps rather a con- 
fusion between towel and toilet). Note 'state, condition; occasion 
for, use' (OE. notu): nwote id. Notish: nwotish 'notice.' Pot, 
*p03t: pwot. Sole, sowel: swole 'rope, chain, or wooden yoke 
put round the neck of cattle to fasten them in the stall' (OE. 
5a/ 'rope, bond'). Sope, sooap: swope, swop 'a sup, gulp, moderate 
quantity of any Uquid' (OE. sopa). Sorry, scary {sodri): sworry. 
Sort, sooart: swooart. Shoor, shore: shwor, dial. pret. of shear. 
Short, shooat: shwort. Stone: stwoan, stwon, stwun. Strone, 
strooan: strwoan 'spout forth, stream.' Toad, todd: twoad, twud. 
Tote, toot, tooat: twote 'the whole, all.' Told, pret. of tell: twold. 
Thole: thwole 'suffer.' Thone: thwooan 'damp, moist' (OE. ])dn.) 
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